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Abstract
This study aimed at identifying the difficulties of ELT students in analysing literary texts such as short stories and poetry in 
‘Selections from Western Literature’ Elective Course at a Turkish university. Qualitative case study methodology was 
employed for understanding the students’ difficulties and experiences. 42 students, who were in the 4th (final) year of their
training programme participated in the study. Data were collected through the presentation check lists kept by the lecturer 
during student presentations for both giving and getting feedback and the evaluation purposes about the content and the process
of the student presentations. The findings demonstrated important issues about difficulties in understanding and interpreting 
literary texts such as, understanding the relationship between the writer/poet, period of the text, and the theme/s of the literary 
piece; finding out and interpreting figures of speech; difficulties in suggesting rich variety of classroom implications in relation 
with using literature in teaching English; and finally the pronunciation and intonation difficulties. Recommendations and 
implications were suggested to propose solutions to these problems and develop more effective ways about how to integrate 
literature as a tool of teaching English.
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1. The setting and the problem
The current ELT Curriculum underwent through important restructuring regarding the course contents and 
credits in 2006 in Turkey. Some courses were removed from the programme; courses such as ‘Introduction to 
English Literature I and II’ (2nd year) were modified as ‘English Literature I and II’ and new courses such as 
‘Literature and Language Teaching I and II’ (3rd year) were introduced to the programme (YÖK, 2007). Elective 
courses such as ‘Selections from Western Literature’, ‘Pronunciation Teaching’, ‘Teaching of Turkish as a Foreign 
Language’, ‘Intercultural Communication’, ‘Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL)’ were offered in the 
4th (final) year by the particular ELT Department. Unlike the compulsory courses, the procedures and the contents 
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of the elective courses are organized by the lecturers who run the courses; therefore, the structure of the elective 
courses highly depend on the approach and teaching skills of the individual lecturer. The focus of this paper will be 
on the ‘Selections from Western Literature’ course which was taught by the researcher. The experiences of the 
researcher and the findings gathered from the presentation check lists and evaluation reports demonstrated 
important issues about difficulties in understanding and interpreting literary texts such as, understanding the 
relationship between the writer/poet, period of the text, and the theme/s of the literary piece; finding out and 
interpreting figures of speech; difficulties in suggesting rich variety of classroom implications in relation with 
using literature in teaching English. These issues were identified as problems by the lecturer despite the 
compulsory literature and literature teaching courses that students are having in the 2nd and the 3rd year of the 
training programme for 2 years.
2. The definition and the aims of the course
1. Analysing representative literary works (British and American)
2. Examining the elements of literary texts such as plot, theme, characterisation
3. Analysing different literary genres (novel, short story, drama and poetry)
4. Identifying and explaining the figures of speech such as metaphors and similes 
5. Discussing potential use of literary works in language teaching
3. The procedure of the course
Issues below are covered in the course: 
1. Brief history of English Literature
2. Elements of literary texts such as plot, theme and characterisation are explained with the examples
3. Figures of speech are examined with examples such as metaphor, simile and hyperbole
4. Analysis of a play: Edward Albee’s ‘Sandbox’ is analysed 
5. Analysis of poetry: Shakespeare’s sonnet: LV and Blake’s ‘the Tiger’ are analysed
6. Analysis of a novel: Oscar Wilde’s ‘The Picture of Dorian Gray’ is examined 
7. Students delivered presentations in groups (constitutes 40 % of the final mark)
8. Feedback is given during tutorials or after presentations
9. Submission of the reports and course evaluation forms (constitutes 60 % of the final mark)
4. The case
In this paper, ELT Students’ practices and perceptions about the particular elective course (Selections from 
Western Literature) regarding the content, construct and sequence were investigated. Secondly, goals and process 
of learning and teaching, evaluation of the course in terms of teacher education were examined. The aims of the 
study were:
1. to investigate the efficiency of the course through students’ presentations and opinions
2. to understand the efficiency of the course content and procedures 
3. to identify the nature and the reasons of the difficulties of students in understanding literary texts
4th year students’ (42 students) practices and perceptions were investigated through content analysis of the 
student presentation check lists and evaluation forms in 2013-14 academic year, fall semester.
5. Literary texts analysed by the students
Students analysed and presented the literary texts in small groups of 3 or 4. They chose the texts with their peers 
and consulted the lecturer. Supervision was offered based on appointments. Students were required to gather 
information about the elements of the literary works such as the period, the poet/writer, the theme/s, the point of 
view, the plot, characterisation, time and place/space. Presenters were also asked to focus on the relationship 
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between the literary elements. They also identified the figures of speech (i.e. metaphors, similes, imageries) and 
important discoursal components such as vocabulary choice and literary style of the writer. Students also shared 
their opinions concerning classroom implications, which might be potentially used in teaching English through 
using literary works that they analysed and presented.
Students analysed and presented:
1. ‘The Raven’ by Edgar Allan Poe 
2. ‘The Black Cat’ by Edgar Allan Poe 
3. ‘The Tell Tale Heart’ by Edgar Allan Poe
4. ‘Annabel Lee’ by Edgar Allan Poe 
5. ‘A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning’ by John Donne 
6. ‘The Flea’ by John Donne 
7. ‘The Little Black Boy’ by William Blake
8. ‘The Darkling Thrush’ by Thomas Hardy
9. ‘The Great Gatsby’ by Scott Fitzgerald 
10. ‘The Grave of Shelley’ by Oscar Wilde 
11. ‘The Lady of Shalott’ by Alfred Tennyson 
12. ‘The Road not Taken’ by Robert Frost
6. Feedback instruments
The lecturer kept presentation check lists for each group in order to monitor, give feedback and evaluate the 
presentations. The first part of the check list covers the information below:
Part I:
1. The period of the literary text 
2. The poet/writer
3. The theme/s 
4. The point of view (if applicable)
5. The plot
6. The major characters (if applicable)
7. Time and place/space
8. Language use (figures of speech, discourse)
9. Potential classroom implications
The second part of the check list is consisted of presentation techniques and organisation; however, this part is 
not the main focus of the study.
Part II:
10. The overall organisation 
11. The presentation techniques (repetition, emphasis etc.) 
12. The material use (ppt, handouts etc.)
13. The body language and posture
14. The voice and intonation
15. The time management 
16. Language components: grammar, pronunciation etc. 
17. Other components (if necessary)
7. Course evaluation questions
Students were required to fill out the course evaluation forms as a part of their final report at the end of the 
course for getting feedback about the content and procedures of the course and most importantly in order to 
understand the preparation or presentation difficulties of students. The questions are below:
1. Evaluation of the course in the curriculum
2. The relationship between this course and teaching
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3. The most effective parts of the course (if any)
4. The least effective parts of the course (if any)
5. Difficulties in preparation/presentation (if any)
(  ) Content related (elements of literary texts)
(  ) Literary analysis related
(  ) Material preparation
(  ) Organisation (introduction, presentation, conclusion)
(  ) Language use (voice, intonation, pronunciation)
(  ) Posture (eye contact, body language etc.)
(  ) Other issues:
8. Check list findings and discussions
Positive Issues: Students were generally successful in using power point presentations, pictures and handouts. 
They had effective sequence, introduction and development in presentations. They also covered sufficient amount 
of information about the content regarding the writer, plot, and themes of the literary piece that they presented.
Difficulties: Although students had sufficient amount of information about the literary components; this 
information was descriptive and isolated between each other and consequently, students had serious difficulties in 
the topics below. Examples from the presentations were also given for better understanding.
1. Understanding the relationship between the writer/poet, period of the text, and the theme/s of the 
literary piece
x The relationship between the gothic aspects and Edgar Allan Poe’s life: darkness, madness, obsession, 
supernatural, violence, mystery, evil, death and murder
x Christianity and positivistic perspective clash in John Donne’s ‘Flea’ (trilogy and the flea connection)
x Paradoxal ideas of Donne as a clergyman (the flea as a metaphor)
x Class distinction in ‘the Lady of Shalott’: the island and the river represent the separation of upper and 
labor class 
x Victorian and Romantic influence: pastoral issues, love, seasonal change in ‘the Lady of Shalott’
x The passive role of women in the Victorian society in England
x The Lady of Shalott as Penelope in ‘Odysseus’
x References to King Arthur legends: Sir Lancelot and Camelot which represent the utopic world of justice 
and democracy
x Industrial revolution influence: child labor, working conditions, class differences in Blake’s ‘The Little 
Black Boy’
x French revolution influence in Blake: human rights, freedom and equality (see Urgan, 1986 and 1989)
2. Finding out and interpreting figures of speech
x The raven and the black cat as metaphors and personification of demonic characters in Poe’s ‘the Raven’ 
and ‘the Black Cat’
x Renaissance effects in Donne’s works: references to science, astronomy, seismology, geometry, 
geography (compass, gold, spheres, earthquake)
x Lamb as a symbolic metaphor for innocence in Blake’s ‘the Little Black Boy’
x Religious figures and associations in ‘the Little Black Boy’: tree, kingdom, father, silver hair, sun 
referring to God and generation of life
x White as an angel as a simile in ‘the Little Black Boy’
x Sunburnt face referring to African people, Southern wild referring to Africa in ‘the Little Black Boy’
x Blake’s paradoxal imageries and oxymora such as White X Black, Good X Evil 
x The magic web and the mirror as supernatural metaphors in ‘the Lady of Shalott’ (see Urgan, 1986 and 
1989)
3. Suggesting rich variety of classroom implications
Students suggested the activities below regarding using literary texts in teaching English. Although these 
activities can be potentially used in teaching English, they are either in the linguistic level such as true and false 
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activity or mechanistic such as creating a sketch of the author which can be a part of any reading comprehension 
activity which does not require a literary work or an extract (Larsen-Freeman, 2000). 
x Epitaph making
x Star diagram
x Biographical montage
x Creating a sketch of the author
x Drawing time-line of the plot
x Writing a letter to a character/poet/writer
x Summarising
x True and false 
x Matching or jumbled order (see Collie and Slater, 1987). 
9. Evaluation report findings and discussion
Positive Issues: Students stated that the particular course was useful as they gathered information about 
English Literature such as important movements, events and writers. They also learned how to identify and 
interpret the most common figures of speech after the feedback sessions and tutorials. Students, interestingly, 
pointed out the course was very useful for KPSS exam which is a requirement for being appointed as an English 
teacher in Turkey. Graduates take the exam which is administered by the Ministry of Education (MoE) at the end 
of their training programme. This exam covers all areas of field knowledge like linguistics, methodology and 
English Literature. This reality underlines the anxiety of the 4th (final) year students regarding their profession. 
They mentioned that they could use a bigger range of literature based activities in teaching English. Students also 
suggested that the presentations enhanced collaboration, self expression and speaking skills. 
Difficulties: Students mentioned that they experienced difficulties in choosing and reading literary pieces, 
understanding and interpreting the texts and identifying the figures of speech. They stated that they had limited 
time for preparation because of the school practice as they spent 4 hours per week at schools for observing 
teaching. This might show their concern about immediate needs and time management difficulties as they were 
aware of the course procedures from the very beginning of the semester. They also pointed out that they needed a 
bigger variety of samples of literary analysis which is a direct improvement point for the lecturer.
10. Conclusions and suggestions
1. Phenomonological point of view: Rosenblatt’s (1969) ‘Reader-response theory’ which proposes an active 
and productive role of the reader can be adopted since this approach towards reading stimulates social, cognitive 
and affective processing and experiences of the individual reader. Rosenblatt (1969, 1993) suggests that transaction 
of meaning depends on the individual reader’s experiences and interpretation, therefore apart from textual reading 
experiential, psychological, social and cultural reading need to find a bigger space in reading and related curricula. 
Similarly, Grabe and Stoller (2002) argue that interaction between the reader and the text requires both processing 
and interpreting the text and background knowledge and prior experiences of the reader need to be recognised and 
appreciated. Rosenblatt (1993) also proposes to shift the focus from ‘Efferent point of view’ towards ‘Aesthetic 
point of view’ consequently, moving from reading literature for seeking information and using the text as a tool for 
developing language skills to pleasure reading which leads to arousing feelings and emotions of the reader. This 
approach would also focus on associative meaning and interpretation rather than literal and conceptual meaning 
which might assist students to understand the relationship between the elements of literary texts and identifying 
and interpreting figures of speech and associative relations.
2. The Language Model Use: Carter and Long (1991) suggest three models of language. 
‘the Language Model’ can be a tool for the teaching of specific language skills, vocabulary or structures. Secondly, 
‘the Cultural Model’ enables students to understand and appreciate different cultures and perspectives within the 
natural context. Finally, ‘the Personal Growth Model’ assists an engagement with literary texts for an enjoyment 
and love for literature which is compatible with Rosenblatt’s ‘Aesthetic point of view’ which requires involvement 
of both intellectually and emotionally in learning the target language through focusing on personal experiences, 
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feelings and opinions (see also Lazar, 1993). 
3. Revisiting the content and construct of the ELT programme: The content and procedures of the relevant 
courses such as ‘British Literature I, II’, ‘Literature and Language Teaching I, II’ and ‘Selections from Western 
Literature’ need to be revisited as 4th year students had serious difficulties in understanding the literary pieces, 
literary movements and relations between them although they had literature and literature related courses for two 
years (2nd and 3rd year). They could present the information descriptively but the relations and reasons could not 
be explained easily and understanding the associative meaning was always problematic. Most probably, that is why 
students did not suggest classroom implications related with the essence of the literary pieces but focused on more 
mechanistic activities such as matching and drawing star diagram. Literature, language and culture relationship 
need to be a part of these courses as well.
The gap between basic skills especially reading skills and skill teaching courses needs to be bridged and 
designing the activities accordingly through using the essence of literary pieces needs to be embedded more 
effectively in the ELT curriculum. Lastly, effective presentation and communication skills need to be a part of the 
courses where applicable. 
4. Implications for the particular course
Students, obviously needed more structured tutorials (group/individual) and bigger number/variety of literary 
analysis as they suggested. There needs to be a specific focus on period, writer, literary movement relationship and 
teaching of figures of speech. 
5. Implications for teaching English 
ELT students as future teachers or practising teachers can teach metaphors, similes, imageries through focusing 
on associative and conceptual meaning differences. Discussing important movements or events like world war II, 
industrial revolution, comparing cultural and universal issues such as love, good and evil can enhance pleasure 
reading. Teaching discourse and pragmatics such as speech acts, turn taking, coherence and cohesion through 
authentic literary texts would also underline the language, literature and culture relationship (Collie & Slater, 1987; 
Lazar, 1993; Yule, 2006). More imaginative activities can also be a part of the communicative language 
classrooms such as, changing the flow of the events/adding a new character (Larsen-Freeman, 2000).
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